Cultural alternatives, youth and grassroots resistance in socialist Hungary — The folk dance and music revival by Balogh, Balázs & Fülemile, Ágnes
CULTURAL ALTERNATIVES, YOUTH AND
GRASSROOTS RESISTANCE IN SOCIALIST HUNGARY –
THE FOLK DANCE AND MUSIC REVIVAL
BALÁZS BALOGH – ÁGNES FÜLEMILE
Institute of Ethnology of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest
Hungary
The paper aims to look at those community-organizing phenomena that provided al-
ternatives to officially supported, mandatory youth activities and played a vital role
in the everyday life of young people in socialist Hungary in the 1970s and 80s. The
urban folk dance and music revival, the so-called táncház (dance house) movement,
is highlighted. The authors argue that the dance house as a subculture with its con-
cept of “authenticity” was able to create common identity with the intrinsic notion
of oppositional stance. Parallels are drawn between sports, rock music, literature
and the dance house. The process of disintegration and folkloristic discovery of tra-
ditional peasant culture in Hungary and in Transylvania, communist peasant policy,
and the connections between cities and villages are discussed alongside the phe-
nomena of revival and issues of identity.
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Hungary has a uniquely wide spectrum of activities in the revival folk dance
and music scene. The perception, reinterpretation and representation of peasant
art by non-peasants have seen many waves since the first part of the 19th century.
The rich variety of regional peasant traditions evolved gradually from late medi-
eval and early modern antecedents, peaked in the 19th and early 20th centuries,
and has been disintegrating over the course of the 20th century up to recent times.1
In Hungary state-of-art ethnography developed at this time, coinciding with the
hey-day of folk art. The living phenomena of peasant culture in the field and the
rich data of ethnographic recollection both served as sources of folklorism.2
One of the most recent waves of folkloristic discovery was the so-called “dance
house” movement (táncház3), an urban grassroots youth revival movement that
emerged in the 1970s and 80s in the period of late socialism.
Several prominent intellectuals writers, poets, and scholars had leading roles in
the revival movement. Ethnomusicology and dance study provided a serious
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scholarly background and gathered together with the young amateurs an enor-
mous amount of field material into archives, which was possible due to the lon-
gevity of peasant culture in some regions of the Carpathian basin.4
The movement reinvented the institution of the village dance house in urban
settings and focused on the process of learning freely varied, improvisational, yet
rule-bound dances for live musical accompaniment. Young people, who were
searching for a “true,” “authentic” tradition, started relearning the technique and
the style of dance and music from the “last” remarkable personalities of peasant
performers in the field within Hungary and among minority Hungarians in neigh-
boring countries. In a way there is a unique continuity in the transmission of
knowledge from the “last preservers” of traditional knowledge to the first genera-
tion of dance house musicians and dancers. As a result there is a rich repertoire
and a very high standard of quality of dance and musical knowledge in the
consecutive dance house generations.
Pilgrimages made to the “sources” revealed the narratives, unspoken until
then, of Hungarian minority existence in the neighboring socialist countries for a
subgroup of the young people. The movement, in addition to fostering pride in
“national culture”, was able to mediate a flexible, tolerant attitude toward other
ethnicities through the interactions that took place in the field, in the dance-clubs,
and in festivals.
In the period of milder political suppression of late reform socialism, the dance
house established strong communities of young people with similar tastes, values,
sets of identities and critical ideas deviating from the official view.
The fresh experience of improvisational dance that started as an amateur move-
ment soon revolutionized the concepts of choreographed performances and cre-
ated a new sensibility and politics of staged dance as well.
More than 35 years after its beginning, the revival is now a complex half-
professionalized and institutionalized movement with several music bands, pro-
fessional dance-ensembles, amateur groups, choreographic workshops, music
schools, folk-clubs and summer-dance camps with arts and crafts activities within
and outside Hungary.
One of the key components in the strength of the attraction of the dance house
movement was the sense of belonging it gave to young people. This article dis-
cusses the ability of the dance house to create a deep sense of uniting community
in the period of late socialism in the 1970s and 1980s in Hungary. We argue that
the dance house as a subculture with its interpretation of tradition was able to cre-
ate common identity and worldview with an intrinsic notion of an oppositional
stance to the prevailing political doctrine. The dance house, together with
rock-music, self-organized sports, literary circles, film clubs, and amateur thea-
tres, was part of the everyday recreational activities of urban young people and the
channels for the expression of freed emotions and critical opinions. These circles
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of activities provided alternatives to the official, centrally organized, communist
youth movement’s mandatory ideology. To understand the context of the birth of
the revival movement, the antecedents of the 1950s and 1960s should be briefly
elucidated.
From the end of World War II to the change of regime in 1989–90 the rural
population in Hungary underwent staggering social changes. Although World
War II was a cataclysmic upheaval, it did not bring about a direct change in social
structure, mentality or culture. Rather, with the agrarian reform of 1946 a
“re-peasantization” phenomenon occurred. There are quite a few examples of
communities, the last small enclaves, where the abandonment of some aspects of
peasant culture took place only between the 1950s and 1980s. After the lean pe-
riod following the war came the harsh dictatorship of the fifties, with the oppres-
sion of the well-to-do peasantry. The political change of 1948, with the commu-
nist takeover of power, immediately began the introduction of the Soviet-type, in-
tolerant anti-peasant policy. Persecution, kulak-lists, imprisonment, deportation
to labor camps, political trials and coercive requisitions marked the period.
Until World War II, many forms of organizations, clubs, and associations oper-
ated even in the smallest villages, which strengthened the communities’ aware-
ness of belonging, from reading circles to the fire brigade, brass-orchestras, arti-
san circles, and church youth organizations. These communities organized from
the ground up were completely smashed and banned by the post-war communist
dictatorship.
The ruling ideology labeled peasants (more than half of the population) as a re-
actionary vestige of feudalist clericalism and capitalism, a class targeted for elimi-
nation. Communist demagogy sharpened conflicts between towns and villages.
Newspapers, schoolbooks, products of the new socialist film industry, and
ten-minute newsreels (a compulsory must before movie screenings, even up to the
1980s) aimed to illustrate the bluntness and shrewdness of those who insisted on
outdated traditions, the “haunting shadows of the past”, in comparison with the
enlightened modern socialist heroes and heroines of the new age. Young boys and
girls of agrarian proletarian background who were taught in the newly set up Peo-
ple’s Colleges (Népi Kollégium)6 with the aim of transforming them to loyal cad-
res of the regime were supported and in fact turned against their past. The political
and ideological stress and the burden of devaluation and deprivation of self-pride
urged peasant communities to step out of their traditional cultural expressions,
which was decoded by this hostile environment as a badge of “kulak-ness.”
On the other hand, a Janus-faced rhetoric began to exploit a falsified vision of
“folk culture” within the realm of socialist realist “art.” Gigantic frescoes and
monumental statues in public spaces and staged choreographies of state folk en-
sembles all advocated the myth of friendship between the “happy” peasants and
workers.7
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Like other aspects of culture, dancing as a stage-performance was also an ideo-
logically controlled activity. In addition to the Hungarian State Folk Ensemble
(established in 1951) some ministries (for example the Ministry of Interior, the
most feared organ of the 1950s) and the trade unions financed the management of
dance groups.8 Dance on stage was accompanied by symphonic orchestras and
big choirs. Choreography was characterized by highly stylized genre scenes of
folk customs: subject or “character” dances using folk dance steps without accu-
rate knowledge of whole sequences of improvised traditional dance.9 Following
the Soviet model, the demonstration of folk dance at public political and cultural
events, official festivities, commemorations, and Labor Day processions medi-
ated the aspired triumphal message: “the peasantry belong to us, they are loyal to
us.” State and party apparatchiks were responsible for keeping an eye on the artis-
tic activities of these groups and traveled with them to festivals to control and re-
port the behavior of their members (even as late as the 1980s). Instead of bringing
folk art closer to people, the engineered folklore-show presentations, a tool in the
production of ideology, taught many to abhor and distance themselves from it.
For those few local peasant communities that continued to insist on their tradi-
tional outlook and customs, the decisive moment towards assimilation was the pe-
riod of wide-scale and violent collectivization in 1959–1961. Soviet-style collec-
tivization was consistently carried out after the crushed 1956 anti-Soviet revolu-
tion, bringing an end to traditional peasant existence. The land, which was the ba-
sis for the sustenance of family households around which values and institutions
were organized, was pulled out from under the feet of the peasantry. An avalanche
of changes ensued. It was following forced collectivization that the hitherto tradi-
tional culture of the villages dissolved with extraordinary rapidity. Individual
farming, which had provided the basis for the village way of life, ceased, so-called
“cube houses” appeared everywhere in place of the old long peasant houses, and
villagers who still wore costumes dropped their traditional attire. The profound
changes could be listed at length, right up to the overturning of the system of
norms and the hierarchy of prestige of the community.10
Between 1948 and 1965 two-thirds of society was socially mobilized. Villag-
ers were forced to work in the cooperatives and people became commuters in big
industrial estates. In fact it was a long-awaited and needed mobilization process
after the hierarchic semi-feudal social system of the pre-World War II period. It is
also true that for many people of poor peasant or worker origin the 1960s was the
first period ever in their lives during which there was adequate food to soothe their
hunger. But the rhythm of the social change was too fast-paced, too dynamic and
above all engineered from above for the initiation of an absolute regime which
smashed any seeds of real democratization. The high rate of intra- and inter-
generational mobility had all the negative side-effects of forced rapid mobiliza-
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tion: suicides, alcoholism, negative birth rate, split families, divorces, social
trends in which Hungary is regrettably among the forerunners in Europe.
From around 1963–64 a more pragmatic, milder form of economic planning
was introduced. Instead of exclusive concentration on heavy industry, light indus-
try started to be developed as well. Socialist consumerism evolved shops and
warehouses were established alongside the construction of big housing estates in
which the obtainment of an apartment entailed prestige and a rise in living stan-
dards. Public transportation was improved. The increase in the number of active
workers included the entrance of one-million women into the workforce. An im-
proved network of day-nurseries, schools and health service were needed. The
idea of leisure was born for large masses with the network of vacation houses for
workers. Work collectives and school classes began to travel on excursions or
visit theatre performances. Magazines and the start of television broadcasting (in
1957, although possession of a television set only became widespread in the
mid-1960s) provided strong role models of speakers and actresses. All this made
the urban model popular and inviting for the young generations of the rural coun-
tryside. Young people in the 1960s working and studying in the urban-industrial
centers who brought mates from outside the traditional marriage circle began to
find the divergent cultural expressions increasingly uncomfortable. These forces
of modernization and urbanization sped up the process of the disintegration of
peasant culture. Folk dance in its original social environment started to fade away
together with the traditional family and community occasions.
There is a long cultural and social history behind the phenomenon according to
which the acceptability, prestige and place in collective consciousness of peasant
culture is characterized by a sort of duality. Even though interest in folk culture in
Hungary goes back more than 200 years, and even though it has become one of the
cornerstones of modern national culture, the attitude of society towards it is never-
theless full of contradictions. Practices of symbolization and expropriation pro-
duced a rich array of connotations (real or imaginary qualities) attached to the
concept of folk as attributes. In addition to enthusiastic acceptance, negative emo-
tions of a similar intensity can be observed in the rejection. In Hungary there is a
long history of the discourse dichotomizing dipolar values such as rural versus ur-
ban, East versus West, and national versus international.11 Fixated stereotypes
about both sides often prevented the possibility of understanding and increased
the manipulative exploitation, accusative attribution or expropriation of certain
qualities and values. These often politicized discourses of intellectuals went on
without the peasants, the carriers of the culture under discussion, being aware of it
at all.
Children of the 1960s were brought up in the spirit of an ambiguous attitude to-
ward folk culture. Compulsory elementary music education based on the praised
Kodály-model introduced folk songs to the curriculum, but it was felt as an obli-
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gation by many. The radio broadcast arranged orchestrated or choral composi-
tions based on folk tunes, a musical genre that never gained popularity among the
young people. School books showed images and stories on peasants, the rich
peasants appearing with negative badges and the agrarian proletarians with posi-
tive badges as the ideologically correct segment of rural society. But all this was
not enough and in fact did not aim to dispel the general pejorative stereotypes of
everyday communication and public discourse about the peasant village. The neg-
ative stereotypes were definitely milder than the “kulak-slogans” of the 1950s
anti-peasant propaganda. But this tamed image was still sharply sarcastic. Anyone
coming from the countryside, i.e., from outside Budapest, was teased with labels,
such as “mucsai paraszt” (peasant from Mucsa), a mocking epithet meaning hope-
lessly stupid and unprogressive.12 That children willingly mocked each other with
such expressions represented the public thinking of the time. Pedagogues and
nurses often expressed their dislike of “old-fashioned” everyday customs and
practices to families of peasant origin in a patronizing manner. One of the urban
traffic centers from where the long-distance buses started was nicknamed “peas-
ant-distributor” (parasztelosztó) for decades. This hierarchy, the over-exagger-
ated superiority of Budapest, often caused wounds of inferiority complexes.13
Urban youth of the 1970s may have childhood nostalgia for the world of the
grandparents they visited in the villages during summer vacations. But for most of
their childhoods they were brought up in a general climate that lacked apprecia-
tion for and looked down on the countryside. The framework of most of the daily
activities outside of the family were the school, the communist youth-organiza-
tions (from first elementary class), choir-singing (with the dominance of the songs
of the international communist movement), and the state-sponsored sport and
summer camps. From the centrally defined yearly topics of pioneer activities to
stamp-collecting and pen-pal connections with children of the socialist camp, the
whole machinery propagated the triumph and ethical superiority of socialist
modernization, urbanization and internationalism.
Sport life was also organized on the Soviet model, with the two pillars of club
sports and mass sports movement. In the sport bureaucracy there were several
jobs for the party nomenclature. The display of healthy bodies of young athletes
symbolized the strength of the People’s Democracy over the decadent West. The
socialist media helped create a messianic atmosphere. Sports provided almost the
only opportunity for a decent carrier and travel abroad for those who came from
politically and socially declassee peasant and middle class families. From the fif-
ties sport events offered the only opportunity for fans to declare their national
feelings openly. The party leadership was well aware of this and tried to exploit it.
In order to gain popular support for the Kádár regime sportsmen were among the
first to be rehabilitated after the 1956 revolution. Nevertheless, until the regime
change in 1990 sport events provided almost the only occasion when the Hungar-
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ian flag could be used without the Soviet red flag that symbolized the power of the
workers.14
From the early 1970s some musicians (first the Sebõ band and soon after the
Muzsikás,Virágvölgyi, Jánosi, Vuicich, Téka, Kalamajka, etc.) and amateur
dance groups, most importantly Sándor Tímár’s Bartók Folk Dance Ensemble,
turned toward the rediscovery of live folk dance and music.15 The dance house
was at once based on the collection, examination and processing of the now fading
folk culture, as well as the demand for the experience of a strong emotional sense
of community. The doors of the first clubs were opened for and attracted wider ur-
ban audience, students, intellectuals, and white and blue-collar workers who had
no family tradition of dance and music on which to rely and had to learn every-
thing from the very basics. That is why dance instruction became an indispensable
part of the revival of the dance house in order to share the “knowledge” with any-
one interested. Soon clubs formed around music bands and dance instructors (who
were members of the best amateur ensembles) started to mushroom in Budapest
and in provincial cities (Székesfehérvár, Szeged, Pécs, Jászberény, etc.). György
Martin, Hungary’s foremost academic dance scholar, helped shape and direct the
movement with his advice, field expertise, and network of connections right from
the very beginning. As the movement advanced and more and more regional tradi-
tions were highlighted, the knowledge of the musicians and dancers deepened,
and they became familiar with many styles of dance in their complete sequences
of dance suites, from men’s dances to slow and faster couple dances from singular
regions and localities. Behind dance and music a larger context of a complex
integrative culture was discovered and appreciated.
There are some important antecedents to the movement.16 Among the folk en-
sembles, the amateur groups of the trade unions were less strictly controlled than
the state folk ensembles. In the 1960s some important choreographic experiments
started to be carried out in these workshops, which served as a hotbed of the dance
house movement. The other immediate antecedent was a televised folk song talent
show entitled “Röpülj páva” (“Fly Peacock”) in 1969–1970.17 The only TV chan-
nel of the country was the single medium and enjoyed enormous popularity. The
show accelerated the establishment of several Fly Peacock circles (“Pávakör”) in
many localities of the country. Parallel to the dance house, a movement of the
so-called tradition-keeping ensembles emerged in the 1970s. The contests of the
“tradition keeping ensembles” brought singers, choirs and zither bands of peasant
villages, and middle aged women and men garbed in traditional or quasi-tradi-
tional costumes of their villages to the spotlight, singing the folk song repertoire
of their communities. As a result people began to attribute value to their recently
abandoned local folk culture or to a lesser extent to the residues of the yet vibrant
elements of that culture. The Fly Peacock movement started to prove that folk
songs can stand on their own, without being transformed into orchestrated,
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semi-classical compositions. The idea of Béla Bartók and Zoltán Kodály, Hun-
gary’s foremost composers, concerning music education based on folk music as
the means through which to create a Hungarian “musical mother-tongue” (“only
from pure spring”) offered legitimacy and a sort of “brand name” for the move-
ment. That the Fly Peacock repertoire consisted mostly of the so-called “new
style” songs performed by peasant women’s choirs, a sound that became boring
after a while for the younger generations, is another question. When the more ar-
chaic musical heritage of Transylvania was discovered by the dance house musi-
cians it sounded very different from the Fly Peacock movement’s new-style reper-
toire. It sounded like a revelation, a voice of an unknown archaic sunken world.
Although the dance house built on the popularity of the folk song established by
the Fly Peacock movement, it immediately contrasted the freshly discovered ar-
chaic sound as “authentic” against the more “vulgar” popular sound of the Fly
Peacock style.
There were international trends as well, which served as wider context. In the
late 1960s and early 1970s a new interest in folk music and dance developed in
many countries.18 Scholarly studies about revival movements, whether they con-
centrate on the USA or Europe, underline similar motifs: the new aesthetic; the
emphasis on active, creative participation;19 the movement’s conception of itself
as a legitimate form of continuity of an “authentic tradition” and a sense of com-
munity.
As happens in many nostalgic revival movements, the turn to the past primarily
valued and sought what was possibly the most archaic phenomena. But this archa-
ism had to have a specific feature, notably it had to be a living phenomenon that
could be experienced in the present and through personal involvement. It had to be
a kind of “living past,” which at the moment of discovery was not a reconstructed
display-event, but a functional, ‘in situ’ integral performance of dance, music and
community customs.
Although led (remarkably) by intellectuals, the movement was “amateur” in
that the admiration and the interest turned not (or not only) towards single frag-
ments of a one-time complex system of knowledge (fragments that could be inter-
preted only by experts trained for scholarly reconstruction), but rather towards the
complexity of culture itself. Young people searched for an integral entity of com-
munity being in which the local community did not figure merely as a passive
consumer of cultural goods and practices coming as a service from the outside, but
rather maintained the ability to create and periodically reproduce culture of its
own in accordance with its traditional system of knowledge, practices and
estheticism. ‘Traditional’ in this aspect meant that the transmission of knowledge
was through personal, face-to-face communication between consecutive
generations.
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As a consequence of the above mentioned motivations, the dance house move-
ment had a specific ability to establish a wide network of small circles of peoples
who behaved not as part of a passive audience but from time to time actively par-
ticipated in the re-creation of a cultural product. One of the strengths and suc-
cesses of the dance house lay in the improvisational character of dancing. The
face-to-face transmission of knowledge, the technique of playing music, the rules
of building up an improvisational performance, the sensitive interaction between
the dancers and the musicians or among the dancers is very similar to the tradi-
tional circumstances of dance in the original context. While improvised dancing
requires skill and effort to learn, it can be done on very different personal level of
knowledge, no one is excluded, and first and foremost participation is voluntary.
On the other hand the process of the active creation of dance gives exceptional joy
in comparison with the keenly memorized mechanical processes of fixed chore-
ography.
These grassroots circles of voluntary groups of sociable young people sharing
similar ideas, tastes and world-views provided a real alternative in the period of
socialism, when participation in the communist youth movement, school events,
commemorations and political demonstrations were all mandated and ideologi-
cally manipulated. It was a real shift from the disfavored compulsory passive
presence to a voluntary, emotionally supported active participation, which also
created a strong feeling of commonality and solidarity.
These circles have wide and loose, flexible boundaries, so in the strict socio-
logical sense they cannot be defined as communities. They are “instant communi-
ties” with a temporary and spontaneous composition of people who show up ran-
domly for a particular event at a particular place. This flexibility results a
“loosely-knit association of informal communities.”20 But the feeling of commu-
nity can be easily reproduced at any time by the uniting act of singing and dancing
together. The awareness of belonging is coded by the participating persons, even
by those who meet for the first times in their lives, with the meaning of you are one
of us, we have similar taste, we think in the same way and understand each other.
Given the intensity of emotional identification, the dance house has influenced
the shaping of identity, although it should be emphasized that at least within Hun-
gary proper this does not coincide or does not entirely coincide with ethnic lines.
(The case was different among minority Hungarian communities outside Hungary
because of the differing context and dynamics of majority–minority relation-
ships.) Ethnicity played a role, though not a primary role, in the vital appeal of the
movement. From the very beginning the dance house has had a general apprecia-
tion for any ethnic traditions that represented a similarly “authentic,” “original”
sound.21 Béla Halmos, the fiddler of the Sebõ Ensemble, the very first band of the
dance house movement which had a decisive role in shaping and disseminating
the new attitude towards folk traditions, writes the following:
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From the very beginning, the dance house movement has treated the
folk cultures of Hungary’s non-Magyar ethnic groups, and indeed, of
every nation, as treasures of coequal value (and, in this sense, fol-
lowed a principle and a practice that anticipated the ‘Common Euro-
pean House’ idea by some twenty years).22
The archetype of the creative peasant village with unspoiled, integrative cul-
ture and the dream of the site where the clock of civilization ticks more slowly was
sought and in fact found in the Transylvanian community of Sic (Szék). While
fragments of traditional culture along with the last good musicians and dancers
were found in quite a few regions of Hungary proper, none of these localities
could provide the complexity that Szék and afterwards other Transylvanian com-
munities offered. In fact the localities in Hungary proper largely remained re-
search fields of dance experts such as György Martin and choreographers such as
Sándor Tímár. But the wider interest turned primarily towards Transylvania as a
depository of traditions, a momentum that shaped and strengthened the identity of
the dance house.
Dance house fans started to travel to the regions of Transylvania inhabited by
Hungarian speakers and hunt for events with traditional music and dance, balls,
dance houses, weddings, and farewell parties for soldiers. At this point the tradi-
tional dance and music subsisting in Transylvania converged in its encounter with
the urban revival movement, both in Budapest and in the field, and the bringing of
“informants” to the Budapest dance clubs and the travel of dance house partici-
pants to the field. Personal contacts, narratives of minority grievances, the experi-
ence of the hardships and anomalies of life in Ceaupescu’s Romania, the warm
emotional welcome by the Transylvanian Hungarians, who felt long-forgotten
and neglected by the government of the “mother country,” all opened the eyes of
an entire generation of young dance house fans, who otherwise hardly heard any-
thing about Hungarians outside Hungary. A student could easily finish schooling
without ever hearing about the Székelys (for example), the largest regional Hun-
garian minority group consisting of some one-million people. Novels of
Transylvanian writers of the interwar periods were censored as dangerous works
and were closed into prohibited library stocks in Hungary. In the name of
fraternalism among the peoples of the socialist camp, discussion of national con-
flicts was stifled, leaving minorities at the mercy of the majority. Mention of the
pre-1920 formerly Hungarian territories was immediately labeled as imperialist
revisionism and chauvinism. On the other side of the border memories and reposi-
tories of the Hungarian past of large regions of Czechoslovakia, Romania or Yu-
goslavia were muted, closed away, left in decay or systematically destroyed.
Given the need to maintain the (illusion of) the common consensus of Socialist
Friendship (which in reality meant distrust, severe police control, and the impris-
onment of progressive minority intellectuals), the grassroots discovery of
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minority Hungarians and their folk culture through personal contacts became
highly inconvenient for the regimes on both sides of the border.
With the growing interest in the Hungarian communities the Romanian gov-
ernment started to make border crossing more difficult and prohibited staying in
the private homes of acquaintances who were not close relatives. The decree to re-
port oneself immediately with the police when spending a night in Romania fur-
ther encumbered this highly controlled ethnic-tourism. To travel to Transylvania
was a risky adventure, especially in the last decade of the Ceaupescu regime.
Standing in the line at the border for some twenty hours, being body-searched and
sent back to the end of the line because of an innocent children’s story book or
Hungarian weekly magazine and the feeling that the police could stop and interro-
gate you at any time within the country gave the Transylvanian visits a notion of
traveling to the land of an Orwellian totalitarian irrationality, and in fact it was a
liberating feeling to arrive home safe to Hungary to relative freedom and
economic prosperity.
A specific symbolization and sacralization process had been taking place. The
improvisational dance, moving and breathing together and responding sensitively
to the movement of other bodies, and interacting with live music gives excep-
tional joy incomparable to any other form of recreational sports. Dancing the
dances of the “marveled” Transylvanian communities and dancing together with
the Transylvanian villagers created powerful emotions of solidarity. In stage per-
formances the complex “mimicry” of dressing in local garb, holding one’s body
and behaving as if one were one of the locals, singing local songs and listening to
local music created an exceptional opportunity to become one with the bearers of
traditional culture. That the performance-like manifestation of the traditions of
suppressed minority Hungarians in the neighboring countries on stage was per-
ceived as a strong statement against the neglectful attitude of the communist
leadership toward Hungarian minority issues is another matter.
In this context the new authentic sound folklore performance gained an intense
manifest meaning. The archaic Transylvanian regional musical styles have been
over-represented and the most popular “pop-songs” or “protest-songs” of the
dance house, such as the “Wind blows cold” or “It is not like as it was in the past, it
is not the same sun which shines,” were also from Transylvania. In this respect
“authenticity” started to mean the “revealing of the hidden truth.” The new-wave
(authentic-sound) revival music and dance as an act of “protest” in the making and
the demonstrative character of the stage performances has become a new channel
for the expression of collective memory and identity.
The dance house spread not only among Hungarian minorities of Romania,
Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, but also reached West European, North Ameri-
can and Australian Hungarian emigrant communities as a trans-political-border
national phenomenon. It created an opportunity for a young generation to develop
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connections among distant groups of the territorially fragmented Hungarian peo-
ple in a period when there was much distrust in the older generations of Western
émigré communities toward anything that came out of Kádár’s socialist Hungary.
The dance house was a force that was able to unite young people in the belief that
there existed a cultural nation that transcended political borders. With the growing
popularity of the dance house movement, its influence acquired international di-
mensions. Dance enthusiasts from Sweden to Holland to the USA to Japan started
to visit Hungary and Transylvania regularly. This Western folklore-tourism cre-
ated the first opportunity for the Hungarian youth of the late 1970s and 80s to
build personal friendships reaching beyond the Iron Curtain and awake the
interest of people in the West in Hungarian minority questions.
In the 1970s that sharp national line of “sinful rock music pouring in from the
West” appeared, which also offered the experience of community solidarity and
which opposed the ideology of the internationalist socialist regime, at first subtly,
then ever more openly. The regime did all it could to stop it: it censored song lyr-
ics, denied certain bands the right to release records, banned concert performances
in Budapest, etc. The creator of the culture-policy guidelines, later infamous as
the “three T’s” (named after the Hungarian words for supported, tolerated and
banned), was György Aczél. The period of cultural politics bearing his name
lasted from the mid-1960s until the early to mid-1980s, thus coinciding with the
successes of the Kádár regime. At the same time, not even he knew what to do
about a phenomenon within the cultural public’s stratification in Hungary,
whereby in the late 1970s and early 1980s the various anti-regime underground
rock and punk bands broke on the level of subculture with the previous allegori-
cal-metaphorical mode of speech.23 One of the most sharply delineable subcul-
tures of this period was the group Beatrice, which was prohibited to make records.
Its audience expressed its solidarity by wearing red and white polka dot kerchiefs
(babos kendõ) around their necks. Its Budapest fans gathered in the underground
passage at Batthyány Square, directly opposite the Hungarian Parliament on the
other bank of the Danube, where the police regularly rounded them up and
checked their papers precisely on the basis of their easily recognizable kerchiefs.
At Beatrice concerts the group regularly performed a block of folk songs set to
rock music as well.
How and where rock music instinctively connected to the world of folk music
is a topic deserving separate introduction. At that time both rock music and the
dance house movement were a thorn in the regime’s side. In the rock opera Ste-
phen the King (István a király, 1982), an enormously influential musical work of
the period preceding the change of regime, these threads came together in an obvi-
ous manner.24 The drama is about the conflict between two worlds, that of tradi-
tion and modernization, and possible directions of national destiny. The pagans
opposing the Christian authorities sing to music built largely on folk elements and
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accompanied by folk instruments, bagpipes and fiddles. All at once on stage the
icons of the dance house movement and rock music were singing together. Lead-
ing folk singer Márta Sebestyén with the Muzsikás band and many other folk mu-
sicians with a large group of folk dancers embodied the pagan camp, together with
iconic vocalists of underground rock music. Feró Nagy (of the Beatrice group),
Gyula Vikidál (of the P. Mobil group) and Gyula Deák “Bill” (of the Hobo Blues
Band) represented the pagan leaders rebelling to preserve tradition and against de-
feat by the Christian forces. At the end of the open air musical thousands in the en-
thusiastic audience were singing the Hungarian National Anthem, which was in-
corporated into the music of the finale, together with the performers. The time of
Saint Stephen, Hungary’s first Christian ruler, obviously symbolized an unbroken
unity comprising all the people of the historic country prior its fragmentation. It is
with good reason that Hungarian pop and rock music, and first and foremost “Ste-
phen the King,” became immensely popular among minority Hungarians outside
Hungary in the 1980s and 90s.
However, it is also worth noting the divergent paths the two musical trends
have traveled from the moment of the change of regime to the present day with re-
gard to the expression of a community world of feeling. While folk music ensem-
bles and the dance house movement in general cannot be accused of having given
space to extreme views, such a feature was characteristic of the “national rock”
current of rock music. In the life of rock music, by singing lyrics proclaiming ex-
tremist ideals bands often gather around themselves an audience (in fact rather
sparse) that is open to this mode of speech. One could also say that the dance
house movement derives its emotional experience of community from a reinter-
preted ‘tradition’ for which the demand is unbroken, and under socialism it was
precisely because of its tradition-preserving character, difficult to harmonize with
internationalism, that it vexed the regime. For that reason, after the change of re-
gime the movement was not emptied, rather its social background remained. Rock
music as a genre was squeezed to the background by the more recent currents of
light music, and opposition to the regime lost its relevance following the change
of regime, so the background that fed the communal emotional experience was
weakened and its mass base ceased to exist. With the marginalization of the genre
a portion of these bands tried to recruit an audience along some sort of ideology,
which in the case of bands playing “national rock music” inevitably led to distor-
tions manifesting themselves in an overemphasis of national elements, often in
dissonant outward forms. Thus, the dance house movement has preserved its
societal support, independent of ideological-political changes, across a
well-defined though broad circle of society.
Literature also merits mention here, and specifically the role of poetry. It was
during the period of the rise of the dance house movement in the 1970s and 80s
that one could speak for the last time of a markedly populist profile in Hungarian
CULTURAL ALTERNATIVES IN SOCIALIST HUNGARY 55
poetry, which bore the names (first and foremost) of Gyula Illyés, István Sinka,
László Nagy, Ferenc Juhász and Sándor Csoóri. At the beginning of the dance
house movement the folk-inspired scoring of poems with folk instrumentation
was frequent, primarily in adaptations by the Sebõ Ensemble. The bulk of the par-
ticipants in the dance house at the same time also belonged to the readers’ camp of
the “populist poets.” The constant guests of the dance house clubs were poets and
writers whose readings regularly enhanced the evenings. In his poem written
about Muzsikás, one of the definitive music ensembles of the dance house move-
ment, Sándor Csoóri (whose son was a member of the band) called the group
“brave lads facing death with copper axes,” which aptly expresses the strength of
tradition, the resolve in opposing the regime, and at the same time its hopeless-
ness. László Nagy dedicated his poem Táncbéli táncszók (Dance-verses25) to the
Bartók Folk Dance Ensemble, and the group performed a dance on stage to the
rhythm of a loud recitation of the verse. László Nagy’s text is reminiscent of the
condensed forceful expression of the dance-verse genre of folk poetry, and the
rhythm of the text was in fact shaped to the exiting asymmetric rhythm of dance
music from the Gyimes valley in Transylvania. The poem is the rebellious voice
of a pure generation that deserves ethical triumph over the corrupted world and
whose only weapon is tradition: “Nem vagyok jó, nem vagyok jó senkinek Rám
ugatnak égiek és földiek… Most rúgjon a sarkad szikrát Égesd el a világ piszkát…
Mert mibennünk zeng a lélek, Minket illet ez az élet!...” (Nobody needs me, no-
body needs me, all earthly and heavenly forces bark at me…your dancing heels
ignite sparkle, burn the rubbish of the world…because the soul sounds in us, we
deserve the life).
Beginning with the period of the change of regime, poetry has become
marginalized, and as they usually joke in Pest: “only poets read on another’s po-
ems now.” According to a resigned president of the Hungarian Writers’ Union,
the poet József Tornai, the utter marginalization of lyric poetry is connected to the
change of regime and the collapse of communism:
I no longer believe that there will again come that time when a poem
by Gyula Illyés or Feri Juhász could rouse the entire country. Today
it is inconceivable that a Hungarian poem or a good volume would
mobilize even the complete scale of the entire Hungarian linguistic
territory. During the harsh, total dictatorships the true word and its
most noble outlet, poetry, were appreciated. So shall we create a dic-
tatorship for the sake of poetry? Nobody seriously wants this. Today
it is the TV stars and reality shows that interest people here, as in the
civilized world.26
It must be mentioned that in addition to the phenomena discussed above, there
were also alternative theater and film clubs, primarily amateur, that struck a chord
for the most part among members of the young intellectual university community,
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but these could not address wide masses of people in the same way that sports,
music or poetry could. (In Poland, on the other hand, alternative theaters enjoyed a
popularity and social weight comparable to the Hungarian dance house
movement.)
Looking back on this era as a period in our own lives, we can declare without
the slightest doubt that sports (first and foremost soccer), rock music, literature
and the dance house movement were the most important community-organizing
forces in the everyday life of the late 1970s and early 80s. Each of these areas of
community-organizing forces supported and reinforced the others. In our genera-
tion and in our circle of friends it was completely natural for someone to be a fan
of the Ferencvárosi Torna Club, take the national flag to international matches,
play football with friends in an amateur championship, attend P. Mobil and
Beatrice concerts, subscribe to the literary journals Élet és Irodalom, Mozgó Világ
and Tiszatáj, purchase the annually published poetry anthology Szép Versek,
travel to Transylvania, frequently visit the dance house, and listen at home to the
latest folk music cassettes of the Muzsikás Ensemble and Márta Sebestyén.
Day-to-day life was organized around these cultural alternatives, and we might
even say that (apart from our romances) this occupied all of our free time.
It is also important to see that among the community-organizing forces detailed
above, the dance house movement succeeded the most in maintaining its mass
base. The marginalization of rock music, poetry and the soccer has been men-
tioned. For unlike success in sports, which depends on talent and especially
money, poetry that opposes the regime by speaking the truth between the lines, or
rebellious rock music, the dance house movement has been constantly able to
show value in and of itself.
Nonetheless, political parties attempted to appropriate the dance house after
the 1990s democratization. The dance house resisted and did not become the ter-
rain of political demonstrations because this was not its primary meaning or con-
tent. The original content of creative art-activity and the complex enjoyment of
dance, music and singing as entertainment within a friendly circle of people in
which a feeling of community and solidarity can thrive remained the primary in-
tent.27
Notes
1 In large parts of Western Europe, where an earlier, more integrative embourgeoisement and a
smoother transition from rural to urban had occurred in the early modern period, the culture of
common people was not so strongly independent from the elite culture and general influences
of fashion as was the case in East-Central Europe. In Hungary there was a deep social gap be-
tween classes, and although there were certain opportunities for social interactions, social mo-
bility and trickle-down effects, on the whole the culture of Hungary’s rural population started
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Based on Data from Hungary, In: I. P. Winner – Th. G. Winner (eds.): The Peasant and the
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Company, Inc. 1984), 111–129.)
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preserved an even more archaic state of rural culture. For example in several communities of
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and scholars on peasant culture. In search of the “authentic,” certain elements of an “integra-
tive” culture were elevated out of their original context, special values were attributed to them,
and they were reapplied, “inserted,” reinterpreted, and often distorted to achieve new mean-
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The definition of folklorism has awakened vivid scholarly interest. A useful summary con-
cerning the ongoing discourse among various schools of European and American scholars can
be read in Guntis Šmidchens: “Folklorism Revisited”, Journal of Folklore Research 36(1)
(Jan. – Apr. 1999): 51–70. In the study of Hungarian folklore Vilmos Voigt has extensively an-
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ture, Tradition, Identity Conference, March 26–28, 1984 (May–Dec. 1984), 165–175.
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room of a rented private house to the music of a hired local music band. The term and the insti-
tution, together with the dance repertoire of this community, were borrowed by the organizers
of first folk dance clubs in Budapest from 1972. The anachronistically late traditionalism of
this Transylvanian community was a revelation, a kind of time travel to the past. Szék has be-
come the focus of folk pilgrimage since then. See: György Martin: “Discovering Szék”, Hun-
garian Heritage 2(1–2): 31–40 (2001).
4 Ferenc Sebõ, the decisive figure of the first dance house band and club (Kassák), mentions in
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Culture (ECTC) Bulletin IV. Budapest 1998. 34–38. Since Béla Vikár, who recorded folk
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with music with an untypical harmony and orchestral arrangement, and newly invented story
and subject dances on a folk base which was a far cry from the original… Bulgarians could not
sing a single song or dance a horo – they were helpless without a stage. The dancers were like
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123–126.
10 Ágnes Fülemile studied the process of disintegration of peasant culture in the period from
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society in a Transdanubian community in 1920–1959. He furthermore did interviews with all
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they aren’t awaiting you with such surprises, but rather with good interest rates. A few years
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